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Bob Knobel was born 28 April 1923 in Altoona, Wisconsin, where he grew up and 
graduated from high school in 1941.  Bob did a year at Eau Claire Teachers’ College, 
Wisconsin, then moved to St. Paul, Minnesota.  In November 1942, he entered the US 
Army Air Corps (USAAC). 
 In the USAAC, Bob was trained as a top turret gunner and flight engineer on 
B-17 Flying Fortress four-engine heavy bombers.  He was assigned to 570th Bomb 
Squadron, 390th Bomb Group, 8th Air Force, and sent to England.  While on a mission 
to France on 22 June 1944, his tenth, Bob’s plane was shot down.  After some days at 
the Dulag Luft interrogation facility, Bob was sent to Stalag Luft IV, Grosstychow.  He 
remained there until this camp was evacuated in early 1945, with Soviet troops 
closing in.  Prisoners were marched for months through Germany until this group 
liberated by US forces on 6 May by Canadian forces near the Elbe River. 
 Bob was evacuated along with other liberated POWs, then sent to the United 
States.  He was discharged in late 1945.  In June, right after returning, Bob was 
married (Jeanette) and raised two boys.  He had a career in the broadcasting 
industry, with WCCO in the Twin Cities (fourteen years), and 3M (twenty-two 
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Interview Key: 
T = Thomas Saylor 
B = Bob Knobel 
[text] = words added by editor, either for clarification or explanation 
(***) = words or phrase unclear 
NOTE: interview has been edited for clarity 
 
Tape 1, Side A.  Counter begins at 000. 
 
T: Today is Friday, 18 March, 2005.  This is an interview for the Prisoner of War Oral 
History Project.  My name is Thomas Saylor.  Today I’m speaking with Mr. Bob 
Knobel at his home here in Blaine, Minnesota.  First, Bob, on the record, thanks once 
again for taking time today to participate in this project. 
 
B: You’re entirely welcome. 
 
T: For the record, your date of birth is 28 April 1923, in Altoona, Wisconsin.  You 
moved to St. Paul, Minnesota, in 1942.  Now you had graduated from Altoona High 
School in 1941 and done a year at Eau Claire Teachers’ College.  I’m going to ask you 
sort of a side question here.  Was it your plan to be a teacher at that point? 
 
B: No.  Actually I was going to Eau Claire Teachers’ College to get…at that time the 
Air Force said two years of college to get into the cadets, and I wanted to fly, so I was 
going there.  Then they changed it to all you had to do was pass all the written and 
physical tests and you could go in the Air Force. 
 
T: I see. 
 
B: And that’s what I did. 
 
T: So your plan, you really were going to college with the idea to get the 




T: What made you think that the service would be a good place for you at age 
eighteen or nineteen? 
 
B: Well, the war was on of course.  I wanted to fly.  So that was all of my ambition all 
through school.  And so that’s why I went to school.  So I could get into the cadets. 
 
T: Now you ended up as a flight engineer and top turret gunner.  Did that end up 
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B: No.  I saw myself as a pilot, but after that one year of college, I took all the tests for 
the Air Force and I passed them all.  The written tests and all that.  Then they had 
the physical, and I passed everything in the physical until the last thing, and they 
brought out the chart with all the colored dots and you see numbers or figures or 
something and I see the wrong figures.  I have a color deficiency, so I couldn’t 
become a pilot.  But I still wanted to fly, so I enlisted in the Air Force. 
 
T: How disappointing was it for you to hear that you couldn’t be a pilot? 
 
B: Very traumatic. 
 
T: So you had a hard time coming to terms with that then. 
 
B: I did. 
 
T: You ended up enlisting in the Air Corps anyway and went on active duty 
November of 1942.  Now were your folks still alive at that time? 
 
B: Yes, they were. 
 
T: How did your folks handle the fact that you went and enlisted? 
 
B: I don’t really know.  I think my mother was disappointed.  My older brother was 
already in the service, stationed in Louisiana.  So then of course, both of us were 
gone.  She did have a reaction that she never portrayed really.  I imagine she was 
disappointed. 
 
T: Let’s move to your time overseas again, to sort of bypass the training phase.  
Again, not to be disrespectful to that phase, but our main purpose today is to focus 
on your POW experience.  Can you recall the first combat mission that you flew 
overseas? 
 
(1, A, 36) 
 
B: Well, except for probably being frightened to death, not really, because I would 
have to look at some records to find out where I was that first mission.  But it could 
have been somewhere into Germany.  I think we were more concerned about being 
attacked by fighters or things like that.  Then we were surprised to find out that the 
flak was as bad as it had always been said to be.  It sure was.  After that first mission 
you feel better about at least getting through it. 
 
T: From your perspective, were enemy’s planes or flak more of a threat on the 
missions you flew? 
 
B: In our case all the missions we were on, I think we only saw fighters once. 
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T: Is that right? 
 
B: We had flak…that was the main thing of course.  Sometimes you almost feel that’s 
worse, because you can’t see that, but you see the fighters if they come.  But you 
can’t see the flak until it hits. 
 
T: Being in a plane with flak going around, how do you train yourself to deal with 
that? 
 
B: I think you duck more than anything else.  I was in the top turret.  When the 
bursts were all around the plane I sort of crouched down in the turret, because I 
didn’t have to worry about fighters while flak was there. 
 
T: That’s right.  They wouldn’t fly through it. 
 
B: You think about it, and of course on the mission we were shot down on, that was 
traumatic, because we really got hit on that one. 
 
T: You mentioned only seeing fighters once, so as a top turret gunner how often did 
you use your guns? 
 
B: I have to admit, never against another plane.  The only time I actually shot my 
guns was when I was test firing going over the sea to get to the coast. 
 
T: So through all the training and making sure you knew how to use those guns, they 
ended up being something you never really used. 
 
B: That’s right. 
 
T: Talk about the mission of the 22 June [1944].  You had been flying, as you 
mentioned before we began, very regularly in support of the D-Day invasion [of 
France on 6 June 1944].  What happened that day? 
 
B: Well, that day we were flying number two they called it.  One plane off the lead.  
We were at twenty-five thousand feet headed for the marshalling yards by Paris, 
and of course we got hit by flak unluckily that day, and they knocked out one engine 
and the second one started burning.  We were hit.  So we started down and we had 
to keep going straight past Paris to get around it, because you can’t just turn right 
around right there, or try to turn around.  We were losing altitude. 
Then our navigator was hit by the flak, and it had shot his arm off really.  So 
one waist gunner came up to help.  He was a so-called Red Cross person in our 
plane.  Trained.  He came up and between he and I, we put a tourniquet on and shot 
morphine into Dean’s arm…or his body.  Then of course, we were headed down 
pretty good, and the pilot says, I think we better get out of here.  So we hooked his 
chute on the static [line] and opened the door there in the nose and pushed him out.  
Then we each got our chutes and the waist gunner had come up without his chute.  
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So I gave him mine.  And I went back through the bomb bay and all that and got his 
chute and hooked it on and I went out the back door. 
All of us went out and it was right over a German airfield.  Real close.  A 
fighter base.  And so most of the fellows delayed their jump and landed right close to 
the field.  When I jumped out I said, I want to see if this opens and so I pulled her 
immediately and so I drifted about eight miles, ten miles, from where that field was.  
Then I saw the plane go down and our pilot was…just luckily he got out, probably 
the last…because he was trying to hold it up.  Every time he tried to get out of the 
seat to go down through the opening the plane would start diving again and he 
couldn’t get down there.  So then he’d get back and pull it back up level and he 
finally got out the last time at about five hundred feet.  His chute just opened and he 
hit the ground. 
 




(1, A, 83) 
 
T: How much time transpired in your mind between when the flak hit, the engines 
started to burn, and you got out of the plane? 
 
B: It probably wasn’t over twenty minutes. 
 




T: Before that day, how much had the Air Force ever really talked to crews about 
being a POW?  I mean, what you could expect if you ever became a POW. 
 
B: Not very much, to be very honest.  I don’t remember any things except you 
typically…name, rank and serial number routine.  And that was about it.  I mean you 
don’t have to tell them any more, and that’s it.  I don’t remember anything more 
than about…what happened if you bailed out, because there was no training on 
using a parachute or anything else. 
 
T: So it was your first jump. 
 
B: That was the first and only.  And last (chuckles). 
 
T: So you haven’t done again. 
 
B: No.  No. 
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T: How much thought had Bob Knobel ever given before that day to what would it 
be like to be a POW? 
 
B: Really hadn’t given any thought to it, to be perfectly honest.  I think the main 
thought of every one of us that was over there, was flying our necessary missions 
and then coming home.  Getting out of it. 
 
T: At the same time, you saw crews going down. 
 
B: Oh, yes. 
 
T: You saw guys becoming POWs.  How did you process that?  I mean, it was a 
reality. 
 
B: You just crossed it by having faith that you’d make it.  I mean, that you didn’t have 
to go their way.  We saw one plane off the coast of France on the two islands there, 
the Channel Islands, they were all just coming back.  We’d made our mission, turned 
around, and were coming back to England.  All of a sudden we saw fire or smoke 
coming out of their plane, and all of a sudden they started jumping out.  Two of them 
went right through their chutes.  They didn’t have their leg straps fastened. 
 
T: The chute just came right off? 
 
B: That’s right.  The chute opened up and they kept right on going.  Right past our 
plane.  That was tough.  After that, you checked to be sure that you were fastened.  
Because I mean, it was uncomfortable.  You were pulled up tight.  So flying for eight 
hours or something it would get a little tight, but better tight than not. 
 
T: No kidding.  Yes.  So before that day you really hadn’t thought about what being a 
POW might be like. 
 
B: No.  I really can’t say I did. 
 
T: Well, as you pulled your chute there, you’re drifting down, you drifted for a while 
there. 
 
B: Quite a ways.  There was a pretty good wind.  I landed near a little village of 
Dreux.  In fact, I’ve had correspondence with some French people that said that they 
were aware of that crash that day. 
 
(1, A, 117) 
 
T: As you’re drifting down there, what was going through your mind? 
 
B: Where are you going to land, and how soon is it, and will I land right without 
wrecking myself.  You’re supposed to face forward and all that. 
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T: But you’d never jumped. 
 
B: Never jumped, so it was just floating.  That’s it. 
 
T: Were you, as you were coming down, were you giving any thought at that point to 
what’s probably going to happen to you when you hit the ground, which is, you’re 
probably going to be captured? 
 
B: Yes.  Were there going to be Germans there, or would I be able to get away and 
hide and some French people help you, like the underground or something.  But 
then all of a sudden the ground is coming up real fast. 
 
T: Does it look like it’s coming pretty fast as you come down? 
 
B: Not when you’re up a ways, but all of a sudden you’re right there.  The horizon 
starts dropping, and I landed on railroad tracks.  Right on the tracks.  I didn’t do my 
right leg too much good, because since the service I’ve had to replace my right hip.  I 
sprained my ankle, so I had to crawl up into the woods after I got rid of my chute 
and all that.  That was at seven thirty at night.  So I just hid in the bushes. 
 
T: So it was going to get dark soon. 
 
B: Oh, yes. 
 
T: But you were by yourself, weren’t you?  The rest of your crew was— 
 
B: They were way back someplace. 
 
T: So what did you do that night?  How did you decide really what to do next?  Here 
you are by yourself, and you don’t speak French, do you? 
 
B: No.  I crawled up the hill and there was a cave-like structure and there were some 
French people there.  They gave me some margarine and some wine.  But they 
wouldn’t let me stay there.  (hand motions) Go.  Go.  You know, because of the 
Germans.  Probably were looking for me.  Which they were.  I saw them way up on 
the far hill.  So I went back in the bushes and hid and tried to sleep overnight.  Of 
course took all my identification out of my billfold, so it’s over there in the woods 
someplace. 
 
T: Waiting for you to pick it up I guess, right? (both laugh) 
 
B: I’d probably never find it.  So then the next morning I was looking at my escape 
map, and I was going to go up north to get to the lines, and I went around this big 
tree and there was a German with his machine gun. 
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T: Talk about that moment.  I mean, the Germans have been this kind of enemy far 
away.  Suddenly this person is standing right in front of you. 
 
B: Right there. 
 
T: Talk about that. 
 
B: It was frightening, because of course, we weren’t allowed at that time to carry 
arms at all, and I doubt if I had been able to do anything with it had I, because he had 
one of those German machine guns.  The first thing he said is, “Halt!”  And then he 
said, “Bomb Hamburg.”  And right away, quickly, you think, this guy’s from 
Hamburg, and Hamburg burned up.  I said, “Nein.  Paris.”  I did know one [German] 
word: nein.  So I said, “Nein, Paris.”  At least he didn’t do anything more.  He said, 
“Komm.”  So I had to.  He took me up and called into a post and they came and got 
me and took me into town.  (pauses three seconds) Or no, took me over to that 
airbase.  They marched me into a cell, and here’s the rest of the crew there.  The 
guard spoke English.  He said, “Know these guys?”  I said, “No,” and my pilot says, 
“Hi, Bob!” (chuckles)  So that took care of that.  But my radioman didn’t make it.  He 
lit in the high tension lines around the airbase, and was electrocuted. 
 
(1, A, 159) 
 
T: So everyone got out of the plane, but… 
 
B: Nine of us were there, yes. 
 
T: So all the rest of the crew was there except for him. 
 
B: That’s right.  Well, except the navigator too. 
 
T: He was the one who was hurt.  His arm. 
 
B: His arm shot off here.  But he was taken to the hospital by the Germans when he 
landed and they cut it off up here (motions with hand at elbow). 
 
T: Amputated above the elbow.  Was he repatriated then? 
 
B: He was repatriated.  And he wrote to all the folks. 
 
T: Because he knew what had happened to you. 
 
B: Oh, yes. 
 
T: At that location there, were you simply held at that airfield briefly or— 
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B: Just one day.  Then they took us to Paris, to the train station.  There wasn’t much 
left of it.  It was just a shambles of course.  Then they marched us down the street 
from wherever they let us out to the train station and we got on this train and it took 
us five days to get over to Dulag Luft. 
 
T: Were you still together only with your own crew at this point, or were there other 
Americans too? 
 
B: We were all together until we got to Dulag Luft. 
 
T: Were you with other Americans? 
 
B: Oh, yes.  There was a whole trainload. 
 
T: Boxcars or passenger cars? 
 
B: Passenger cars actually. 
 
T: And you said that train ride took five days to get over there. 
 
B: Five days. 
 
T: My gosh.  What happened underway?  Did you stop occasionally? 
 
B: They stopped every time there was an air raid or any planes.  They’d stop and the 
Germans would take off and stand off to the side.  Luckily we weren’t strafed at all. 
 
T: So it took a long time, but it was not a dangerous or… 
 
B: No.  It was just that they would stop occasionally…well, I suppose they had to stop 
and fix some tracks, for all I know.  I mean, we don’t know for sure. 
 
T: But the train wasn’t strafed, and it was a passenger car as opposed to boxcars. 
 
B: It was pretty good, because it was one of those compartment cars.  Of course it 
was so crowded I slept up in the baggage rack up above. 
 
T: Had you been questioned at all up to this point? 
 
B: No.  Not really. 
 
T: When you got to the Dulag Luft facility were you questioned there? 
 
(1, A, 188) 
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B: Not for a day or two.  We were just put in a cell.  I suppose there were so many, it 
took so long.  But then I was taken to an office.  Was interviewed by a Navy high 
officer that didn’t have a ship anymore.  He spoke beautiful English, and of course, 
he interrogated me.  Asked me questions.  I said that my name is so and so.  I did the 
routine.  He just laughed because he said, “That’s so funny.  I know everything about 
you anyway.  You came from the 390th.  You were in Book’s squadron.”  He had what 
bombs you had on this mission, what gas you had on this mission.  So they 
apparently had people right at the base, as far as I’m concerned, to have all that 
information. 
 
T: And to have it so fast. 
 
B: That’s right.  Within a week.  They had everything. 
 
T: How many times were you interrogated there? 
 
B: Just once.  Just that one time.  Because I told him, “I’m not going to tell you 
anything.  You’ve got it all, so what difference does it make?” 
 
T: Did you feel scared or intimidated at all by saying, I’m not going to tell you 
anything? 
 
B: No.  Not really.  He was really polite.  I mean, he knew what I was all about, I’m 
sure.  And at that point they were already losing the war.  So I mean, I figured he 
figured the easier I am, the better off it’s going to be for me later on. 
 
T: Were you threatened with any kind of physical violence if you didn’t talk? 
 
B: No.  He never threatened me. 
 
T: So it sounds like almost a conversation with this guy. 
 
B: It was, basically, because he’d say well, how much gas did you have on the 
mission?  I said, “I have no idea.  I just flew as a crewmember.”  “You had 1600 
gallons.” 
 
T: He knew that too. 
 
B: He knew that. 
 
T: I hate to say you were only a flight engineer top turret gunner, but that is all you 
were.  You weren’t an officer, a pilot, so… 
 
B: No.  They separated us at Dulag Luft.  The officers went to one part and the 
enlisted men went to another.  And the same thing afterwards.  They went to Stalag 
Luft I or II, and we went to [Luft] IV or VI. 
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T: So being together with your crew ended right here.  The officers one place, 
enlisted another place. 
 
B: That’s right.  That’s the last time I saw them for twenty-five years. 
 
T: Oh, really.  That was it.  How about your enlisted crew?  Did you travel together to 
Stalag Luft IV? 
 
B: Yes.  Yes.  Yes, we did. 
 
T: What do you remember about that journey?  That’s from central Germany to 
northeast Germany. 
 
B: That was the boxcar routine.  The forty and eight.  That was rough.  They would 
give us water and stuff once in a while and let us off for duties and then put back on.  
They had to always watch for strafing too, I suppose, so we didn’t get to Stalag Luft 
IV until July 12 [1944].  Our train got there. 
 
T: So that’s twenty days from the time your plane was downed until you actually 
unloaded at Stalag Luft IV.  A lot of that time was spent in transit, it sounds like. 
 
B: Yes.  A lot of it was.  Yes. 
 
(1, A, 228) 
 
T: That boxcar ride from Dulag Luft, was your trained bombed or strafed at all? 
 
B: No.  Not there. 
 
T: Being in that train, was there the knowledge that that could happen? 
 
B: Oh, definitely.  I mean…because you were locked in.  There’s nothing you can do 
and it’s awfully crowded, so you don’t do much moving around.  Probably, have to 
be honest, I did a lot of praying that everything would work out.  That you would at 
least make it. 
 
T: That’s one of the things that would come up eventually in our interview, so let me 
ask you.  Would you consider yourself a particularly religious person at that time in 
your life? 
 
B: Not probably as much as I am now, but, yes, I had all the training.  I went to 
catechism, and church membership, and attendance every week to church, and took 
part in the youth programs, and all of that.  So I think I would say yes, I had a faith.  It 
probably wasn’t as deep as it is now, but it was a faith and I think that’s what carried 
us through. 
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T: How would you say you relied on your own faith at different stages of your POW 
experience? 
 
B: I’d say flying you would have some faith that you would make it through, and then 
I think on our march, which will be covered later, that’s where faith really showed.  
Because I mean that was tough.  Tough duty.  That march was ninety days of just 
going helter skelter.  It was rough. 
 
T: How did you, on a daily basis, how did you find you relied on your own faith? 
 
B: I had a good buddy, one of the fellows from our room, and we did a lot of walking 
and talking around the compound, around the fence line.  We spent quite a bit of the 
days marching and I took part in playing softball and things that we were able to do 
in the camp.  But I think it was a case of realizing you should have daily prayer.  A 
time of quiet. 
 
T: So it was something that really you visited or depended on, on a daily basis. 
 
B: I would say so.  Yes. 
 
T: When you got to Stalag Luft IV, had that camp been in operation for a while? 
 
B: Not too long.  It was only started in May [1944].  It was the newest camp. 
 
T: So you were early arrivals, as it were. 
 
B: Yes, we were.  Because we went into barracks three and there were ten barracks 
in our group.  Most of our group went into barracks three.  So it was fairly new. 
 
T: When you got there and got into the camp, I mean walked through the front gate, 
kind of paint a picture of what it looked like from your perspective. 
 
B: Well, it looked rather desolate, because there was nothing there but dirt.  There 
was this big pond out in the middle…the barracks went around the circumference of 
the camp.  There wasn’t much there.  Of course, you saw the double fence, the guard 
towers and the Germans up in the guard towers.  So you knew you were there and 
you weren’t going to go too far too fast.  Of course, we at that time, we never read 
about those that tried to escape or tunnel or any of that.  But had we tried to, our 
barracks were all up off the ground about like this, and so there was no way you 
were going to tunnel, get into a tunnel. 
 
T: I see. 
 
B: So it was just a, well, here we are.  Let’s hope the war ends soon.  That’s all. 
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(1, A, 283) 
 




T: How large were those barracks buildings? 
 
B: Well, I think they had, as I remember, there was probably six or eight rooms on 
each side of the central area.  A central aisle. 
 
T: And rooms off on either side? 
 
B: On both sides, and the latrine for night use was at one end.  The last area.  When 
we went there, there was…we started out with sixteen in the room. 
 
T: Sixteen guys in a room.  And is this on bunks? 
 
B: Double bunks.  There were eight double bunks.  It was big enough for eight 
double bunks and a table out in the middle with two bench seats.  Then of course, 
when they brought [the prisoners from] Stalag Luft VI down to our camp…because 
they were way up over here (points at POW camps map of Germany) [in Heidekrug, 
East Prussia].  They brought them down to our camp [when Stalag Luft VI was 
evacuated on 13 July 1944].  So then we ended up with twenty-four in our room.  
Some of them they had…I don’t think we ever went to three tiers.  The other guys 
had to sleep on the floor and on the bench.  Or the floor.  Most of them did.  So we 
ended up with twenty-four in a room. 
 
T: I was thinking, you were at the train station at Frankfurt, probably, when you 




T: And also at a train station up here (points at POW camps map of Germany) when 
you got off the train to go to Luft IV.  Did you encounter or see German civilians at all 
in those train stations, or did they see you? 
 
B: Oh, yes.  We saw them.  Some of them were nasty and some of them weren’t.  I 
mean, they would holler at us, and some would try to give us something like water 
or something and the guards wouldn’t let them, of course.  But no, on the whole we 
weren’t mistreated. 
 
T: About the civilians you encountered.  They may have been yelling at you, but they 
weren’t physically violent. 
 
B: No.  No.  We were very fortunate that way. 
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T: In the camp there, now, you were a noncommissioned officer, right? 
 
B: Right.  I was a staff sergeant. 
 
T: That means that there are no work details, right? 
 
B: Right.  Some of the guys would have liked to have been able to go out of the camp 
and do something, but they couldn’t because our camp was sergeants up. 
 
T: So that means you have a lot of time to kill during the day. 
 
(1, A, 328) 
 
B: Yes, we did. 
 
T: How did you kill all the hours that you were awake? 
 
B: Well, between a few sports and walking, playing bridge and other card games, 
and just having jaw sessions, you might say.  That’s the way the time was spent.  It 
didn’t go very fast. 
 
T: Time you mean. 
 
B: Most of the time it wasn’t really boring either, because this fellow, Don Martin 
and myself, we did an awful lot of walking.  I have said that I think the walking that 
we had done all this time I was in camp helped on the march. 
 
T: As far as your physical conditioning. 
 
B: I was able to walk.  A lot of guys never walked.  And I bet you they were the ones 
that had a tough time covering ten, twenty, up to thirty kilometers a day.  Just 
through the snow and cold and rain. 
 
T: That’s right.  You were marching when it was cold. 
 
B: The coldest winter they’d had in years. 
 
T: This guy, Don Martin, somebody you knew before prison camp? 
 
B: No.  Just met him there. 
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T: Was he a crewman like yourself? 
 
B: Yes.  In fact, he fought with the Maquis [French underground] for a while.  He got 
rescued when he was shot down.  [Rescued] by the Maquis.  So he went with them.  
But finally he said it got to the point where…those crazy people were doing blowing 
up bridges and everything else.  He said he couldn’t stand it, so he gave up to the 
Germans and then he was brought to the camp.  He was shot down earlier in the 
year.  I think he was shot down probably in March or April.  At least that, because he 
was with the Maquis over thirty days. 
 
T: You guys really hit it off. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  He was a little older than I.  Probably a couple years.  We hit it off and we 
liked to walk.  He was a farm boy from Kansas.  So we did a lot of walking. 
 
T: As you’re walking there, what kind of things do guys talk about? 
 
B: Talk about getting home.  Of course he was married.  And so we talked about… 
 
T: You were not married.  For the record. 
 
B: No.  No, we were engaged but we were not married.  He talked about his family, 
going to have a family.  His wife.  And he did get word.  He got a letter that he 
actually had a son.  So we talked a lot about that.  And of course, we talked about 
getting home and what we’d done up to that point and everything. 
 
T: Was there talk about what you wanted to do when you got home?  Thinking about 
the future?  That kind of stuff. 
 
B: Not really.  Because at that time I didn’t…because I knew I couldn’t become a pilot 
then.  Even if I had been able to, I would have gone back in to be a flier.  But whereas 
I couldn’t, I think he— 
 
End of Tape 1, Side A.  Side B begins at counter 385. 
 
T: Don Martin, he’s deceased now? 
 
B: Yes.  We didn’t see each other for I don’t know how many years after the service, 
but we found out…he became an electrical contractor.  He had a business in Kansas.  
So then we visited him once when we were going to the POW convention.  We 
stopped on the way there.  He had a lot of health problems after the service.  But he’s 
passed away since then.  I think we mainly talked about how much we were going to 
eat when we got home (chuckles). 
 
T: So food was a topic of conversation? 
 
 
Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 - Bob Knobel 
Interview © 2005 by Thomas Saylor  17 
B: I think food was the biggest topic of conversation with everybody in the camp. 
 
T: Now, food was supplied by the Germans. 
 
B: Well, very little.  Our breakfast was a big kettle of hot water.  It was like an 
oversized coffeepot with hot water.  That was what we got at breakfast, and from 
them at noon we got a water pail full of soup.  So-called soup.  Barley soup, kohlrabi 
soup, or dehydrated carrot soup.  A lot of it would stir itself because of the bugs and 
stuff.  Then for supper, or for the evening, we got that same pail that was rinsed out.  
Got that full of boiled potatoes.  That was what the Germans gave us.  Once in a 
while…well, a loaf of bread.  One loaf of bread for the room.  For sixteen people. 
 
T: Per day. 
 
B: Per day.  That had to be cut into…as close as you can to sixteen pieces, because 
everyone watched it being cut. 
 
T: Who did the cutting in your room? 
 
B: I did quite a bit of it, and then another fellow that we’re still in correspondence 
with who lives in California, Frank Berger.  He and I took turns cutting the bread up.  
So I guess most of them trusted us to that point.  And so that’s the way it was. 
 
T: So slicing that bread evenly was a big deal. 
 
B: It was a big deal, that’s right.  Because until you got a Red Cross parcel, that was 
the mainstay of your…and of course, it was pretty heavy bread, as you’ve probably 
heard. 
 
T: Stick to your ribs, I think my mom would say. 
 
B: Yes.  It was.  Yes (both laugh). 
 
T: So you remember getting some kind of soup and some potatoes and then bread 
for the room.  Was the food hauled in from somewhere else to serve? 
 
B: There was a mess hall at the end of the compound.  The mess hall, assembly hall 
was here (making map with hands on table) and then the barracks were all around 
here and the pool was out like that. 
 
T: In the middle. 
 
B: In the middle.  And they cooked everything.  They had the kitchen up there for 
boiling the potatoes.  They had those great big kettles, and that’s where you got the 
soup or the potatoes from.  You had each designated someone from the room.  It was 
your turn to go get that water, to get the soup or whatever. 
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T: Somebody would fetch it and bring it back. 
 
B: That’s right. 
 
T: The pail would come to the room and then it would be split up. 
 
B: Split up, because they gave us each a cup and a bowl.  White.  I guess it was 
porcelain.  I really don’t know if they were plastic or…I imagine they must have been 
porcelain, because I don’t think they had plastic that much yet. 
 
T: Did you get utensils too? 
 
B: Yes.  We had a fork and a spoon and I think we had a knife, but I’m not sure.  I 
haven’t got it.  The only one I have left is the spoon.  Like a tablespoon.  It was a big 
spoon.  That’s what they gave us. 
 
T: So the spoon was the one that you used more often. 
 
(1, B, 422) 
 
B: Oh, yes. 
 
T: If you’re eating soup, I guess a knife and a fork are kind of useless, aren’t they? 
 
B: Yes (both laugh). 
 
T: So the food that you were supplied wasn’t quite enough? 
 
B: No, not really.  No.  It wouldn’t have been.  If that was all we ever would have 
gotten, I think a lot of us would have deteriorated a lot further than we did.  We got 
Red Cross parcels.  Our camp got Red Cross parcels, I would say once every couple 
weeks, maybe.  Maybe you’d go three weeks and then you’d get one parcel for two 
people, so you’d have to split it.  Like at Christmas we got a whole parcel.  For 
Thanksgiving I think they gave us each a whole parcel.  Because they were special 
parcels that came through the Red Cross. 
 
T: What was most valuable for you?  I mean, I’ve seen these parcels.  There were a 
lot of things in there.  What were the important things in there, from your 
perspective?  The valuable things. 
 
B: The crackers and the chocolates of course, and then the cigarettes that were in 
every package.  They were good trading material for extra food and things like that. 
 
T: Were you a smoker at that time? 
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B: No. 
 
T: So the cigarettes for you were trading material. 
 
B: I didn’t smoke until a little later.  I couldn’t stand American cigarettes because 
they were so strong.  When we got a British parcel one time they had the British 
cigarettes, and they were so mild.  I just smoked some of them.  But it didn’t become 
a habit. 
 
T: So you could trade the American cigarettes that you got. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  The guys played poker for them.  There was a lot of the guys played 
poker.  I never did, but they used cigarettes for playing poker. 
 
T: If you had cigarettes then to trade, what could you expect in return for those? 
 
B: A guy might trade like his sugar out of his parcel or whatever else was in the 
parcel that he maybe wasn’t fond of.  He might do that.  I think one of the main 
things, was the cans…I don’t know if they were half pound or one pound cans of 
powdered milk.  They were quite valuable, because you could use them for a lot of 
things.  Make cakes with them, with the crackers and the chocolate and things like 
that. 
 
T: So it was a matter of being creative with what came in the packages. 
 
B: That’s right. 
 
T: Now, these are valuable things that come out of these boxes. 
 
B: Oh, definitely.  I think they sustained the people.  Really.  Because I don’t think 
you could have lasted…of course, we didn’t have to work, so that helped.  I mean, 
those that worked and didn’t get any food…you’ve probably seen pictures of the way 
some of those fellows…I was fortunate.  I dropped down only to…I was 106.  I was a 
135, 138 when I was shot down, and I was down to 106 at the end of the march.  A 
lot of guys went further than that, of course. 
 
T: Because the things in the Red Cross parcels were valuable, did you have to worry 
about or be concerned that they might be stolen by somebody else? 
 
B: No.  In the camp there was none of that, that I know of.  The only part that was 
rough about the supplies out of the Red Cross parcels, if you tried to keep any of 
them, sort of, not hoard them to escape, because escape was not part of it, but just to 
have something a little extra.  Every once in a while this Big Stoop—you’ve probably 
had others tell you about—he was a big German guard about six [feet] seven [inches 
tall], and he would bring his goons in about, sometimes at two o’clock in the 
morning and roust everyone out and dump all our beds out into the middle of the 
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floor and the pour everything that anyone had tried to keep onto a pile and then 
they’d walk out.  He was different.  So a lot of people didn’t try to hoard too much, 
because they didn’t know when it was going to be taken away from them. 
 
(1, B, 459) 
 




T: You mentioned the Germans.  Talk about the German guards.  What kind of 
people were they and what kind of treatment did you get? 
 
B: The guards were fine.  Most of the guards were great.  Except for Big Stoop.  He 
was in charge of all the goon squads and that.  The tower guards wouldn’t bother 
you until you tried to chase a ball over the fence.  Over the warning fence.  You 
better stop and get the guard’s attention before you went to get the ball, or 
otherwise, if you went across that fence they didn’t ask you stop or anything—
they’d just automatically shoot away. 
 
T: But guys knew that too, right, the rules? 
 
B: Oh, definitely.  We lost one fellow in the room next to us.  Went into depression, 
and he jumped the fence. 
 
T: For him, it was psychological? 
 
B: And our guard…I don’t know if they have the same guard for each, for the whole 
parish or for just the room, but we had our guard.  His name was Schick.  I can’t 
remember his last name.  He was from Chicago.  He had gone back to Germany in 
1936 to visit his family, and they put him in the German army. 
 
T: Was he an older fellow? 
 
B: He was forty-five.  I was twenty-one. 
 
T: He was old enough to be your dad then. 
 
B: Yes.  He was forty-five years old, and he’d come in our room and tell us how the 
war was really going. 
 
T: In English of course. 
 
B: In English.  He had a meat market on some street in Chicago.  He’d come in and 
the guys would give him a cigarette.  Of course, he’d stand back from the doors or 
the window so no one could see him smoking, because he wasn’t supposed to do 
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that.  He wasn’t supposed to talk to us.  He’d read us the German newspaper that 
they gave us, and he’d say, “A bunch of lies.”  He says this is the way it really was.  He 
came in the early part of December of that year [1944] and said, “You guys will 
probably be home by the first of the year.”  He came in on D-Day, December 15 or 
16, and said you’re not going to make it to spring now.  The dumb Germans just 
started an offensive. 
 
T: The Battle of the Bulge started December 16.  Right. 
 
B: And he says, “Now you’re not going to make it.” 
 




(1, B, 482) 
 
T: This doesn’t sound like a scary German guard at all. 
 
B: He wasn’t.  He was great.  Yes.  The guards we had on the march, they were all old 
fellows.  It was tough on them.  I mean, for those guys to march ten, fifteen, twenty 
miles a day too, it was tough on them.  Carrying their guns and their packs.  Because 
they had their backpacks. 
 
T: They were older guys. 
 
B: They were all much older.  Schick was forty-five.  That was old to me, marching 
like that.  He probably hadn’t marched for some time either, because he was a guard 
in a camp like that. 
 
T: It sounds like the guard you called Big Stoop was a person who stood out, because 
he didn’t treat people the way they normally did. 
 
B: Oh!  He was terrible.  When they brought the people into the camp, he’s the only 
one that roughed up some of the fellows as you came in and got your number and 
assigned to the barracks and that.  He would grab someone.  If they had a necktie on 
he would grab them and almost choke them or he’d hit them.  Take his belt off and 
hit them on the head.  He scarred a few people.  He was a devil. 
 
T: But he was the exception as opposed to the rule, I’m hearing. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  Oh, definitely.  Yes.  Of course, after the march I read in accounts of the 
group that he was with, they were liberated by the Russians.  They killed him right 
on the spot.  They said, “Do you like this guy?”  And they said no (shooting noise).  
That’s the way they worked. 
 
 
Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 - Bob Knobel 
Interview © 2005 by Thomas Saylor  22 
T: As far as around the camp…you got some news from your guard about what was 
going on.  What other sources of news or information did you have? 
 
B: I never knew.  They always said that someone had built a little radio and they got 
the news.  If they did, maybe that’s where we got some of the news besides from 
Schick.  I don’t know.  I never saw any of that, and I never was in on any of that type 
of thing.  It could have been, because there were four compounds, A, B, C, and D.  D 
was English and Canadian and mixed POWs.  A, B, and C were just Americans. 
 
T: So it was mostly Americans in this camp.  Three of four compounds. 
 
B: Yes.  There was about eight thousand in the camp. 
 
T: So again, and I have heard a lot about radios, but everyone says they didn’t have it 
but they just heard that somebody else did. 
 
B: That’s right.  That’s right. 
 
T: That’s pretty consistent, what you’re saying.  As new people came into camp were 
they sources of news or some updates? 
 
B: Yes.  They were just updates.  In fact, they would add someone to our rooms once 
in a while.  We had one fellow that…he came in, in September.  It was his first 
mission.  He’d only been in the service six months.  He went through Basic Training 
and they sent him right overseas in a replacement crew.  He was shot down on his 
first mission.  He was a fellow from right near Kansas City, Kansas.  So we’d get news 
of how they were doing.  I think one of the fellows, some of them of course in 
September and October when they came in, they would tell about the German jets 
that we hadn’t seen. 
 
T: No.  June, you wouldn't have. 
 
B: I didn’t see that [ME-]262 [German single seat jet fighter/bomber] until we were 
marching.  Then one day one went over.  We were just flabbergasted.  Here this 
thing goes with no engine. 
 
(1, B, 519) 
 
T: Sure.  You know, you mentioned a little bit ago one guy who sort of threw himself 
on the fence or whatever.  From your perspective, did some guys handle being a 
POW better than other guys? 
 
B: Oh, yes.  I think…well, our crew, I mean our room, I think was pretty good that 
way.  We didn’t…like I say, you’re going to eat.  You’re going to have steak every 
meal.  You’re going to have ice cream every meal.  That type of thing.  You’re never 
going to go hungry again.  But I mean, I don’t think it was too bad. 
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There was a lot of them had resentment against the Germans.  Every time we 
had to march or walk out for assembly, in the morning and night when they do their 
count.  Eins, zwei, drei [German: one, two, three] down the line.  Some guy would 
move over one line and they’d be screwed up so they’d have to count over again.  
And one guy, one of the fellows in the rank in back of us, there was a German major 
that was really a spit and polish with the shiny boots and the leather coat and all 
that…was coming down there with the sergeant counting and that.  This guy says, 
“What an SOB.”  The major stopped and looked back and he says, “I understood that, 
soldier.” 
 
T: Now the roll calls, were they kind of part of life? 
 
B: Oh, yes.  You just accepted it.  They were tough at times, because you went out 
when it was snowing or raining or whatever.  You went out and stood there until 
they got their count.  If they didn’t get the exact count, they’d stand there until they 
checked the barracks out.  If some guy would sleep in, or wouldn’t come out, or 
something like that, or just do it on purpose, then we would have to stand there until 
it was over with. 
 
T: So this was a couple times a day, once a day? 
 
B: I think it was eight o’clock in the morning and probably six o’clock at night.  But 
then it was getting…you see we were there…it started getting dusk.  So I’m not sure 
exactly what time, but it was early evening and morning.  Twice a day. 
 
T: Did the Germans regularly come through and search your rooms? 
 
B: Not too often.  Only when Big Stoop came in and tore them up.  I think maybe as 
good as Schick was, he probably looked around to see if there was any shenanigans 
going on too, but we don’t know that.  He was so kind to read the newspaper to us 
and to tell us what was happening. 
 
T: Did you ever suspect he was sort of listening in or trying to get information? 
 
B: No.  I don’t think so, because he wouldn’t have told us about where he was in 
Chicago and his family and all that.  He ducked away from the windows when he had 
his cigarettes so they wouldn’t see him from the towers and things like that. 
 
T: Really.  That’s an interesting guard. 
 
B: He was. 
 
T: Fortunate, I think you were. 
 
B: We often wondered what happened to him. 
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T: When you left on the march did he go with you? 
 
B: No.  Not in our group.  See, they marched us out in maybe…started out with 
maybe 1000, 1500 in a group.  Then another group would…we all went different 
directions.  Sometimes when we go to the POW convention the guys say, we went 
over here and up here and down here and I say no, we went over here.  We ended up 
on the Elbe River (points to POW camps map of Germany). 
 
T: And the Elbe River is right here, sort of in central Germany. 
 
B: Here.  Yes.  So we ended up in here someplace.  And we weren’t too far from 
Berlin at one time.  Because we said we could see Berlin as we were marching.  So in 
those two distances we marched probably…it was nine hundred kilometers, so it 
was around six hundred miles. 
 
T: That’s a lot of back and forth. 
 
(1, B, 562) 
 
B: Yes.  Barn to barn, to field to field.  And some of the guys went to another camp 
and stayed there.  We never did.  The group I was with never ended up at another 
camp.  We just kept going. 
 
T: The camp was evacuated February 6, 1945.  As the war got closer, I mean, could 
you finally hear the war getting closer? 
 
B: Oh, yes.  The Russians.  You could hear them off in the distance when we left on 
February 6.  We were here (points to POW camps map of Germany, to Luft IV).  They 
were probably in here someplace already (points to POW camps map of Germany, to 
eastern Germany).  And some of our fellows, the Russians overtook where they were 
marching, because they were taken by the Russians.  In fact, the Russians, for a while 
some of those guys weren’t liberated until in June.  From the Russians.  Because the 
Russians started taking them back to Russia. 
 
T: Were you concerned as the Soviet forces got closer?  Did you see that from your 
perspective as a good thing or something to be worried about? 
 
B: No.  We wanted to get out of there too, because we’d heard enough that…the 
Germans said they didn’t want to have anything to do with the Russians.  We figured 
if they don’t, we don’t (chuckles). 
 
T: So sort of believing the Germans on that one, and moving to the west was a good 
thing. 
 
B: Yes.  Yes. 
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T: How much advance warning do you remember having about the evacuation? 
 
B: It wasn’t more than three, four days.  Because I know all of us all of a sudden fixed 
our shirts.  The extra shirt we have into a knapsack.  Sew the arm down on the 
bottom and sew the buttons all up so you have a knapsack, to carry stuff in.  And of 
course, as we marched out of the camp, they marched you through where the Red 
Cross parcels were.  They had a big warehouse full of parcels.  We weren’t getting 
them, but they had them there.  You could take whatever you wanted.  Well, a lot of 
guys were loading the Spam, and the corned beef, and the powdered milk, and all 
that.  This one fellow from Pennsylvania, a coal miner’s son, he filled his up with 
cigarettes.  And he ate better on that march than anyone, because every barn we 
stopped at, he could have a pack of cigarettes for a loaf of bread or eggs or whatever 
from the… 
 
T: He was the smart one, wasn’t he? 
 
B: He was. 
 




T: And they were lighter to carry. 
 
B: I should hope so.  Then of course, I bet it wasn’t five miles you started seeing stuff 
tossed out.  Because that first day was…I’ve got a record of it.  I think it was twenty-
seven kilometers that first day.  In the snow and cold. 
 
T: Did the Germans give any indications at the beginning how far you were going 
or… 
 
B: No.  They didn’t know where we were going to go.  The guards…the leader would 
go ahead.  He was on a bicycle, or if he had a car or I don’t know what, he would go 
ahead and try to find a barn that was big enough to put in the thousand people, guys 
at night. 
 
T: Not a lot of barns that big, are there? 
 
(1, B, 601) 
 
B: No.  But you were packed in body to body.  Solid.  You could get a lot in a barn. 
 
T: As you left the camp, were you with someone, or more than one person, that you 
knew pretty well? 
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B: Not too much.  No.  One waist gunner was in our group, but we weren’t really 
that…we were close, but not that close. 
 
T: From your crew, you mean. 
 
B: Yes.  From the crew.  He’s the one that came up and helped with the navigator’s 
arm.  But no, I really don’t remember because it didn’t take very many days [and] 
you got to the point where you weren’t concerned…only: can I keep going. 
 
T: So the focus became…went from other people to sort of, to Bob Knobel. 
 
B: Yes.  You just keep going, because it will end sometime. 
 
T: How did you sort of process that?  Because there was no destination in mind here. 
 
B: No.  No. 
 
T: You didn’t know if was going to be a day or… 
 
B: You hoped there was just some place that you could lay down for a while and be 
halfway comfortable.  And that’s why in the barns you would, maybe, even though 
you didn’t know the guy you would probably share the blankets.  Put one down and 
then put his over you and stay right together.  You became buddy-buddies.  Not 
necessarily with the same person all the time.  A lot of times you would be marching 
and that guy couldn’t keep up or wanted to go faster to get in with somebody up 
ahead.  And so you would just keep marching along.  All of us tried to get on the 
outside so if you had to hit the ditch, strafing or something—we got strafed twice, I 
think. 
 
T: So the column being strafed was something you knew was a possibility. 
 
B: Oh, definitely. 
 
T: To the point where you tried to walk on the outside of the row. 
 
B: That’s right.  So I could hit the ditch quick. 
 
T: And you mentioned it did happen once or twice. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  In fact, I think it was a Canadian plane or English that strafed our column.  
But see, the Germans would run a column of trucks alongside of you as you were 
marching down the road.  So there’s a truck convoy.  Soldiers.  We didn’t have a big 
sign that said POWs on it. 
 
T: What do you remember about the strafing incident? 
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B: All I remember is, all of a sudden someone said hey, we’re going to be hit!  And 
this plane circled around and started coming right down towards us.  So we all just 
dove in the ditch.  I think they killed a couple, three. 
 
T: Some of the guys who didn’t get out of the way in time. 
 
B: Yes.  They probably were hit. 
 
T: Did that plane, as you recall, make one pass, more than one pass? 
 
B: That one only made one pass.  He probably realized what he’d done.  It’s hard to 
tell. 
 
T: Yes.  But it happened once that you recall. 
 
B: Yes.  Another time, but I don’t remember how many were hit on that one either.  
But that’s when they were running a convoy alongside of us too…they did that a lot.  
They were trying to get away as much as we were really. 
 
(1, B, 644) 
 
T: And really, that kind of makes sense from that perspective when you think about 
it. 
 
B: Sure.  Take the protection of the group.  Because there was no way that the Air 
Force of any of the branches could keep track of where each group was walking, 
because there was groups walking all over the place.  Different groups. 
 
T: Yes there were.  On the road as you were walking, how often did you go through 
cities and towns where you actually saw German civilians? 
 
B: Not too often.  Usually we would skirt them as much as they could.  We went 
through a couple small towns where you saw some of the buildings.  They were just 
little villages.  But you didn’t see many people.  I suppose maybe the guards told 
them to stay out of sight.  You might see one in a window or something like that.  No 
one standing along the road offering you anything or things like that.  Because I’m 
sure they were told if they did, probably the Germans would shoot their own on that 
case. 
 
T: So you also didn’t have people standing out there throwing things at you either. 
 
B: No.  No. 
 
T: That’s interesting how you can walk all those days, and really, almost through 
ghost towns or through the countryside. 
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B: Yes. 
 
T: What did the Germans do for food?  You mentioned carrying some things. 
 
B: They probably had rations.  They had wagons with stuff, and I imagine that’s 
where they got their…they didn’t have that much.  They probably had just some 
sausage and their bread.  I don’t know if they had the same bread as we did.  
Probably did.  But they’d have margarine or jelly or jam.  They gave us some of that 
in camp.  Sometimes we’d get a ration of—they called it jam.  Maybe a cup of it for 
the whole room.  The same thing with margarine.  We’d get enough margarine to put 
on slab on piece of bread.  I imagine they didn’t have that much either. 
 
T: Yes.  It was pretty tough for them at the very end. 
 
B: Oh, yes. 
 
T: Did they supply food on the days of that march?  All those days you were gone? 
 
B: No.  We were lucky.  I have a record of when we got the Red Cross parcels.  I have 
the date, in fact, of when they were given to us.  Then if we had a fourth or a half or 
that type of thing.  While we were marching.  But we never got anything during the 
day.  Not even water.  We would get stuff when we got to the barn.  Because a lot of 
those were what they called collective farms.  The Germans had big farms.  Places 
where they have the Polish slave labor or whatever.  And they have the big cooking 
kettles too.  So they would, that farmer was probably induced to put enough 
potatoes in there to boil to get an evening meal out of it. 
 
T: So they would provide some things some times. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  Sometimes. 
 
T: Were you also kind of on your own to come with up with other stuff? 
 
B: The Germans always had big mounds of potatoes or kohlrabi.  Out in the fields.  
Some of the guys would run to get them and the guards would say, “Halt or I shoot,” 
and they would shoot over their heads.  But they really didn’t care too much I think.  
So some of the guys would get in a potato patch.  Then of course, they would let us 
have little fires at night before they locked us in the barn.  The fellows would boil or 
bake the potatoes.  Burn them black to get the charcoal for diarrhea and stuff like 
that. 
 
(1, B, 697) 
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B: Oh, yes.  Definitely.  Some of the barns got real vile at night.  It was just 
unbelievable sometimes.  And you were packed so tight you’d walk over the guys.  
They’d scream, “Get off of me!  You stink!” and everything.  You had no choice.  I 
mean, there was no choice.  A lot of guys just soiled…and couldn’t do anything about 
it.  The next morning, and away you go marching again. 
 
T: You had no change of clothes.  And when you do have diarrhea or dysentery 
sometimes it’s just… 
 
B: It was horrible. 
 
T: Did you have a problem with that yourself? 
 
B: Definitely.  I had trouble with that when I first got home. 
 
T: So some health problems, concerns, stayed with you after. 
 
B: Oh, for a while, yes.  Not completely.  My hip of course, and all that type of stuff.  
And I have what they call a sensitive bowel from that.  When I have to, I have to. 
 
T: I see.  You know, there’s the physical part of marching.  There’s also this kind of 
psychological…every day having to do this.  How did you keep your spirits up?  Or 
did you? 
 
B: Probably close out the hard part of it.  I mean, you just say: keep walking; it will 
be over with.  The day will go by, and we’ll get someplace at night and then we can 
sit down and relax. 
 
T: It sounds like a focus on just one day at a time. 
 
B: Yes, it was.  Definitely.  I would say it would be.  Not necessarily maybe the first 
four or five days, because I mean you’re fresh and we’re getting out of there and all 
that, but afterwards I think it became a situation of surviving. 
 
T: And that’s a day to day thing, I hear you saying. 
 
B: Yes.  You’d see guys faltering and dropping back and you’d hope that they would 
be picked up by the wagon they had following and so forth. 
 
T: So not all the guys were making it on these marches. 
 
B: No.  No.  No. 
 
T: Did you worry about, what will happen to me if I can’t make it?  Are the Germans 
going to take care of me or are they going to… 
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B: You wondered what would happen, but I don’t think you dwelled on it because 
you keep going.  Then you don’t have to…you won’t be one of those that will drop 
out or… 
 
T: So this kind of daily stuff.  Did you have to worry about the guards or were they 
just… 
 
B: No.  They just plodded along with us.  The only time they would holler or say 
anything was if you got out of line.  Trying to run to the food mounds or something 
like that.  Or if someone was dropping back they’d say, “Raus!  Raus!”  They wanted 
to get someplace too, I’m sure.  It was tough on them marching too. 
 
(1, B, 751) 
 
T: You mentioned them being older guys.  I can just imagine. 
 
B: It must have been tough on them. 
 
T: You mentioned being in barns at night.  How often do you remember being inside, 
as opposed to outside, at night? 
 
B: I would say seventy-five percent of the time we were in a shelter, in a barn or 
something.  Then the other twenty-five percent, which would be what, out of ninety 
days? 
 
T: Twenty, maybe twenty-five. 
 
B: Yes, something like that.  We’d sleep out in the fields.  Barnyard or whatever. 
 
T: With the weather, that could be a bit of a problem. 
 
B: The night that President Roosevelt died, April 12 [1945] we were out in a field.  It 
was raining.  Pouring rain.  Laying in the mud.  The guards came and said, “Well, you 
lost your leader.  You lost your leader.” 
 
T: So you remember them telling you that news. 
 
B: Yes.  Because of where we were— 
 
End of Tape 1.  Tape 2, Side A begins at counter 000. 
 
T: —looking at the little sheets of your diary.  You kept a careful record.  What 
prompted you to keep a record daily of how far you had gone? 
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B: I don’t know.  I suppose it was something to occupy your mind.  Really, in a sense.  
Because, let’s face it, I was going to get home sometime.  I would have a record of 
what happened.  Because people would probably ask. 
 
T: So you were optimistic, in a sense, that eventually you would get out of this. 
 
B: Yes.  I had the faith, and I was optimistic enough to want to do that.  Yes. 
 
T: Along the way, did you make stops at any other prison camps that you 
remember? 
 
B: No.  No.  We never stopped…the group I was with never did.  Some of the groups 
went to a camp and they’d stay there maybe a day or two, and then those camps 
didn’t want them either because they were overcrowded as they were.  Then they 
would have to go on to wherever. 
 
T: So with your particular group that wasn’t the case though.  You never stopped 
anywhere. 
 
B: No.  We never stopped at a camp. 
 
T: From your perspective, what was the most difficult part of that day in, day out 
marching? 
 
B: Just being cold and wet.  And of course the feet.  Because you wouldn’t dare take 
your shoes and socks off hardly, because you wouldn’t get them back on.  Your feet 
were in tough shape.  Basically, I don’t think I changed socks for ninety days.  Or 
anything else really.  Because I didn’t have anything else to change into. 
 
T: It’s interesting how you mention in the camp that hunger was the thing that kind 
of was foremost in your mind.  Now that’s kind of shifting to the kind of comfort of 
being cold and wet. 
 
B: Right.  Hungry and thirsty, of course, because they didn’t—couldn’t, they had no 
place to give us water along the way.  Really. 
 
(2, A, 18) 
 
T: As you’re marching along it would be tempting to think that some guys might just 
kind of try to escape from this… 
 
B: I think some did try.  When you were going through the woods or something.  
Because there weren’t guards every five feet.  There were maybe in front and back 
or whatever.  Maybe they would just let the guys go if they were dumb enough to try 
to escape and be in Germany.  I can’t imagine it unless you spoke the language 
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fluently.  And the condition you were in, with the clothes you had on.  You’d have to 
find a very sympathetic German to do much with it. 
 
T: Yes.  So from your perspective, trying to get away from the column wasn’t, didn’t 
cross your mind. 
 
B: No.  You’d probably be safer with the column than without it. 
 
T: It didn’t sound like you were getting bad treatment, per se. 
 
B: No.  No.  No.  Just the conditions of the march. 
 
T: Talk about the end of the march, because looking at your daily calendar of that, 
there was a time on…it looks like April 30 or May 1 when your notes ended. 
 
B: I think at the last part, we were staying at this one place a while, because the lines 
were getting fairly close.  I mean both lines.  To the Elbe.  The Allies to the west of 
the Elbe, and the Russians were coming to the east.  So we stayed at that one place 
quite a while, and then that day that we were liberated, May 6, the tank force came 
up over a hill some distance away.  That’s when the Germans just said, “You want 
my gun?”  That type of thing. 
 
T: So it was really sudden. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  Overnight.  We didn’t have any idea.  We figured the next day would just 
be another day, and the next day all of the sudden the Germans said, here…and they 
took off.  I don’t know where they went. 
 
T: What was going through your mind then?  You’ve been living kind of day to day 
here. 
 
B: Relief.  I mean, to see that we were finally going to be relieved.  Apparently some 
of our group must have come in.  Some of those English and Canadians must have 
gotten into our marching group or formed up with us.  Because when we were 
liberated, then we headed for this one guy who had been there for some time.  The 
English had been captives for two, three years.  They knew more of the routine type 
stuff and we headed up to the main house of this great big farm where we were.  We 
found out he raided…he came back with turkey eggs and ham and stuff.  That’s 
where we got sick. 
 
T: Talk about that.  Suddenly you’ve got this food and you aren’t ready for it. 
 
B: That’s right.  We probably ate at least one or two turkey eggs and a slice of ham 
and some bread that was better than our bread.  It wasn’t much better.  But we got 
violently sick.  Our stomachs just couldn’t take that. 
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T: Was it a matter of just sort of throwing it back up again? 
 
B: Oh, yes.  Just couldn’t stay with you.  Then two other fellows that were in the 
group…that’s right, they were from our room but I never buddied with them or 
knew them well…commandeered a car that was in a garage (chuckles). 
 
T: You mean… 
 
B: It had fuel. 
 
T: You just took it? 
 
B: We just took it.  Lloyd Martin, another Martin but it wasn’t Don, this guy was from 
Pennsylvania.  He drove, and this Lee Hampton and myself we were riding in there.  
Going down the road.  We would meet the GIs, of course, coming and they’d wave to 
us.  We’d wave.  It had a moon roof.  We were standing up in that.  Then of course 
they were capturing all the Germans.  Just columns of German prisoners.  It ran out 
of gas finally so we just left it. 
 
(2, A, 57) 
 




T: At that point, how did you feel about sort of taking someone’s car?  Was that… 
 
B: Didn’t think a thing of it.  Really.  I mean, they’d taken everything from us.  So we 
just took it.  Commandeered. 
 
T: I like that verb by the way. 
 
B: It ran out of fuel finally, so we just left it. 
 
T: How far had you gone in the car? 
 
B: It was probably twenty miles or thirty miles maybe.  It wasn’t too far. 
 
T: But some distance from where you were captured though. 
 
B: Oh, yes. 
 
T: And towards American lines. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  Then the British took us and flew us into Brussels. 
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T: They flew you from an airfield somewhere around where you were captured. 
 
B: Yes.  Over to Brussels.  Because I was in a hotel.  They put us up in a hotel in 
Brussels.  I was still sick as a dog, from eating like that.  I was in a hotel on V-E Day 
[8 May 1945].  They were celebrating.  We were on the fifth or sixth floor of this 
hotel and we could see them all celebrating down there.  Two of us in this room, just 
sicker than dogs (chuckles). 
 
T: You can date that, so you know how you spent V-E Day. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  That’s how I saw V-E Day (both laugh). 
 
T: That’s funny, but it’s not really funny. 
 
B: It wasn’t at that time.  Then after that they took us over to Lucky Strike. 
 
T: That was the Camp Lucky Strike in Le Havre [France].  Right.  That’s where a lot of 
American POWs were. 
 
B: That’s where most of them went through. 
 
T: Now at that point, back in American control, were you debriefed at all about your 
POW experience?  Did they ask you who you were, where you’d been, etc.? 
 
B: They just asked what camp you were in.  Basically, they were more interested in 
just getting the physical…if you’re well enough to be sent home.  Of course, they had 
to hospitalize everyone.  No, I don’t think they spoke too much about any of the 
camp life or what happened or any of that. 
 
T: So they were kind of checking your pulse, that kind of stuff, and giving you new 
uniforms and… 
 
(2, A, 78) 
 
B: Yes.  We got that at Lucky Strike.  They deloused us of course.  The English did 
too, but then we got another delousing when we got to Lucky Strike and got 
different uniforms and stuff. 
 
T: How much of a problem during your time as a POW, camp and march, had bugs 
been?  I mean lice or fleas and that kind of thing. 
 
B: I was…we were lousy.  Basically head lice.  They cut all my hair off.  I had lice even 
in the groin (motions to underarms and groin area). 
 
T: Those are places where they would go. 
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B: Typical things.  Because you could only wash so much, and the straw 
mattresses—you’d air them.  Take them out when it was sunny and air them, but 
that didn’t kill of the stuff either.  It was just a straw mattress.  About three, four 
inches thick is all that you had. 
 
T: Were bugs more of a problem in the camp or on the march, from your 
perspective? 
 
B: Probably more on the march, because you were more uncomfortable.  Sleeping in 
the wet and the cold and cramped up.  Where at least on your bunk, you had your 
own bunk that you…it was narrow and hard.  At least it was there and it wasn’t as 
cold, because you did have a blanket.  And it’s inside. 
 





T: But you don’t remember any kind of questioning or debriefing, as it were? 
 
B: No.  Just asking where you’d been and your rank.  Same thing as the interrogation 
(chuckles).  Name, rank, and serial number and maybe where you were and what 
group you were in.  The same old questions.  They probably had so many to process, 
they just pushed them through.  I suppose if a person showed a psychological 
problem they might have taken them aside and had a psychiatrist talk to them about 
what it was like and why you feel like you do.  We were just relieved to get…  In fact, 
as we were going into Lucky Strike there were truckloads going out.  Going to their 
boats, I suppose.  To the ships.  That’s when I saw our pilot and copilot.  The first 
time since in that room in the German airfield.  He recognized me.  I wasn’t paying 
too much…and he hollered, “Hey, Bob!”  And here it was Jim Bonner and Shapiro.  
They were on their way out.  We were just on our way into the camp. 
 




T: Now, did you fly or ship back to the States? 
 
B: Liberty Ship that had been rammed in Antwerp.  Little ship that they built a lot of 
them in a hurry, the Liberty Ship.  We couldn’t go over ten knots.  So it took two 
weeks to go.  Two weeks to come back.  But it was after V-E Day, so we could have 
lights [on, on board].  Going over, of course, it was black [blacked out for security].  
But going back at least…and there was only one hundred of us on the ship.  It was a 
very small ship.  So there were only one hundred POWs on the ship. 
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T: That’s not a bad deal.  Liberty Ships on the ocean kind of make me think of 
seasickness and all that stuff. 
 
B: A lot of the guys did get sick.  I was fortunate—I never got sick, going or coming.  
Of course, going over there was one hundred crews.  One thousand air crew.  One 
hundred replacement crews.  We were one of them.  Then there was infantry.  There 
were ambulance drivers and I don’t know what else.  Most of those guys were sick, 
going over.  Because it was a two week convoy going over.  But the Air Force guys 
never got sick.  Those poor guys would be out doing PT and all that stuff.  Sick.  
They’d run to the rail.  Our Air Force colonel was in charge of our group.  Let’s have 
PT (exercises fingers).  We were all wearing forty-fives on our hips, going over, the 
air crews (chuckles). 
 
T: Now this is May, so the war against Germany is over.  How concerned were you 
that you’d end up, once you got better, being sent to the Pacific to fight the Japanese? 
 
B: I had not given it any thought really, and I didn’t know it had happened.  A lot of 
the crews that flew their missions in Europe, when they came back the States, they 
were reassigned to a crew in the Pacific.  But I think by the time we came home the 
POWs couldn’t go out again.  I don’t think they sent out any POWs.  That I know of.  
Unless they volunteered. 
 
T: So you didn’t need to be concerned about it. 
 
(2, A, 131) 
 
B: My waist gunner, the one that was up and helped with the navigator, he left the 
service immediately too, but he couldn’t find his way.  So he went back in the 
service.  He retired.  He took another twenty years.  And he went into…he didn’t 
have to go into combat, but he was in the supply squadron of planes flying supplies 
in.  That’s what he did during the Korean and Vietnam [wars], both.  He did that on 
both of those. 
 
T: So for you, the service was not a career you thought about. 
 
B: No.  Definitely not. 
 
T: That’s interesting.  You were anxious to get in, and then anxious to get out. 
 
B: That’s right.  Because we were engaged and… 
 
T: Your life is moving on, in a way. 
 
B: Yes.  Moving on.  That’s right. 
 
T: When you got back to the States, May 1945, were your folks both still alive? 
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T: So fiancé.  Or your parents.  Did you see them pretty much right away? 
 
B: We landed…what was it?  We were in New Jersey for a little while.  Went through 
processing there.  Then we got on our trains.  Of course it was all trains then.  So 
guys were being dropped off at every town along the railroad tracks, you might say.  
I think it was a good week we were on that train to get to Fort Snelling.  I probably 
got here about June 13.  (calls to wife in next room) Jan? 
 
Wife (in next room): I thought you landed in New York on June 13, and you got home 
June 17. 
 
B: That could be.  That sounds about right, yes.  June 13, New York and then got back 
here the seventeenth.  That’s when I saw the folks.  Because I had to ride a streetcar 
from Fort Snelling to Mounds Boulevard, up on the east side of St. Paul.  That’s 
where my folks lived. 
 
T: That’s the first place you went was your folks’ house? 
 
B: Went to the folks.  Then I stayed with them one day I think and then went down 
to Altoona. 
 
T: So you went to Altoona.  How come you went to Altoona? 
 
(2, A, 157) 
 
B: Because that’s where she [Jan] was (laughing). 
 
T: Priorities.  Okay, I got it.  Now when you first saw your folks there, how much did 
they want to know about your POW experience? 
 
B: I don’t think they wanted to know much because…  (pauses three seconds) I think 
mother was just so glad I was home. 
 
T: Did your folks, to separate themes, did your folks ask you anything about your 
combat experience?  Flying missions? 
 
B: No.  No. 
 
T: So neither one of those subjects were things that came up. 
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B: No.  My dad had been in the First World War, and had been injured.  He never 
talked about it.  He told us some things about it, but I mean, not too much.  They 
never had a car, so we never…  It was after we got married and we came up to the 
Cities.  Then we took care of them, you might say.  We saw them all the time.  But it 
was basically, what’s going on now in life and not what’s happened in the past. 
 
T: With the kind of non-talking about your POW experience specifically, was it more 
that your folks didn’t ask or you didn’t tell? 
 
B: It probably was a combination of both.  I mean, we talked about the food was bad 
and food is good now, and I could only eat so many different things.  I couldn’t stand 
chocolate for probably a year or so.  I mean, if I had chocolate I better just run really 
quick [to the bathroom].  Things like that.  But then you outgrow that.  I went 
through a siege of bad blood, from the standpoint of boils and things like that.  I had 
a lot of that. 
 
T: But talking about it with your folks… 
 
B: No.  I never talked about it too much.  No. 
 
T: Did that change over the years, Bob? 
 
B: I think the only one I talked about…when I got to Altoona I went down to get the 
mail at the little Post Office.  You always went to the Post Office to get your mail.  
And I met this German fellow.  We knew they belonged to the Bund [German-
American political organization of the 1930s, pro-Nazi].  The Bund way back when. 
 
T: Back in the ’30s, right? 
 
B: And I met him, and of course by then I’d gained back some baby fat from good 
food and everything because it had been over a month from liberation.  So I gained 
back some weight and I was probably a little puffy like I am now.  He said, “Oh, my 
people treated you real good.”  It was, like I said [earlier, before we started taping], if 
the guy hadn’t been so old I think I would have clobbered him right on the spot.  
Because he was talking about his German people. 
 
T: Sure.  Did you feel at that point, from what you’re saying, did you feel that you had 
been well treated by the Germans or had been poorly treated by them? 
 
B: I’d been physically well treated, but food-wise and emotionally probably not real 
well.  I mean, I think you have to separate the two, because it’s just one of those 
things.  I mean, you’re so relieved to be home to begin with.  And back where you 
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T: Now, when were you and Jan married? 
 
B: Thirteen days later (chuckles). 
 
T: You didn’t mess around, did you? 
 
B: Her father was passing away.  Was terminal.  And the doctor told us, “If you want 
your dad at the wedding,” he told Jan, “that it would have to be this Saturday.”  And 
they told her on Wednesday. 
 
(2, A, 199) 
 
T: So that’s June then? 
 
B: June 30, yes.  It will be sixty years this June. 
 
T: Congratulations.  When you two first saw each other then, when you came back, 
how much did she ask you about your POW experience? 
 
B: I don’t think she asked too much.  Because we had…I was very fortunate, mail-
wise.  Some fellows never received a piece of mail.  I got a whole box of letters that I 
wrote and that my folks and… 
 
T: So you both wrote and you both saved. 
 
B: Yes, I’ve got them all.  I was able to carry those along with this stuff. 
 
T: So that’s something that was important to you.  You carried the letters with you. 
 
B: Yes.  Oh, yes. 
 
T: What did that mean to you to get correspondence as a POW? 
 
B: Oh, great.  I mean, I was one of the few in the room that got…Don Martin got 
some.  Well, some of the others got…not as often as we did though.  I got probably as 
many as anyone in the room.  Of course, you were only able to write once a week, 
something like that.  Or twice a week and just three lines. 
 
T: The postcards or the letters? 
 
B You’ve seen them. 
 
T: The postcards. 
 
B: The letters too.  The fold-up ones.  They had a few more lines on those.  But you 
couldn’t say anything.  I mean, we’re getting along.  We’re playing bridge or that type 
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of thing.  Or send goods.  We never did get any packages.  And they sent a lot of 
packages.  But we never got any of those.  I think the Germans got most of that. 
 
T: Once in a while I hear somebody who got something, but for the most part it was, 
the folks sent it, but they never arrived. 
 
B: That’s right.  I don’t think there was any…was there ever a package in our room?  
(pauses three seconds) I really can’t honestly say that I ever saw anyone get a 
package in our room.  Out of twenty-four guys. 
 
T: And you were there seven months. 
 
(brief pause in interview) 
 
T: So talking about it wasn’t something that really happened. 
 
B: No.  I don’t think we did because, for one thing, you can’t compare.  But today the 
media is in everyone’s back pocket.  On everything.  What did you have for breakfast 
yesterday and all that type of stuff.  Back then, no one cared if you got home.  Really.  
Except your own people.  There was no reception.  Not that we needed it.  But I 
mean, there was none of that.  So I was home.  In Altoona, for example.  I’ll give you a 
good example.  In Altoona at that time was probably a population of 1600, 2000 
maybe. 
 
T: Small town. 
 
B: The city block, typical city block, one hundred yards each side.  In that town three 
of us were POWs. 
 
T: Three guys in Altoona? 
 
B: We all lived in the same block.  The fellow here (points to one spot on table) was a 
captain, a B-17 pilot.  Was shot down June 22 in ’43.  (points to central spot on table) 
I was shot down June 22 in ’44 in a B-17.  (points to other side of table) This fellow 
was Navy.  Was taken in May of ’42, by the Japs.  So the three of us, in one block. 
 
T: So in a sense, you’re story wasn’t unique. 
 
B: It wasn’t unique at all. 
 
T: POWs coming home, well, nice to see you, Bob. 
 
B: Yes.  That’s exactly what it was. 
 
(2, A, 243) 
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T: Was that good for you that you were able to kind of sort of just get back into life 
and not be noticed? 
 
B: I think so.  I think it was.  You know, you wonder what would you do if they were 
making a big splash out of everything?  Like they do now.  I don’t think it would be 
good.  I don’t think some of it’s good now, but I mean that’s beside the point now.  
They can’t get away from it anymore. 
 
T: Talking about it wasn’t something that happened then, and yet here we are sitting 
having a conversation as if it’s the easiest thing in the world for you.  What’s 
happened in the years since you got back? 
 
B: I just realized that it was part of my life.  I sometimes almost feel like…what is the 
answer?  I don’t really know.  I mean, I stop and think.  I wrote down…I started a life 
story.  I fell down on a cement floor on my head when I was about five years old.  Or, 
I was out one year on Easter Sunday with a friend of ours.  We were seniors in high 
school I think.  Palm Sunday that year.  Hit an icy spot and rolled down a hill.  No 
injuries at all.  Crash landed a plane while we were in phase training in Oklahoma, 
Tinker Field in Oklahoma City.  Crash landed our bomber.  No wheels.  Had to go in 
belly.  Five of us.  Five planes went in that day at Tinker Field.  Someone had 
sabotaged them at Ardmore Field.  Then of course, I was shot down.  So it feels like I 
didn’t have to worry about things.  It worked out. 
 




T: One other part of this is the kind of the effects of your POW experience in other 
ways.  You mentioned that you had some physical problems that stuck with you.  
What were those specifically? 
 
B: I had irritable bowel syndrome.  I still have it.  That’s part of the compensation 
and so forth.  And of course my hip had to be replaced, and that was contributed to 
landing on the railroad tracks, because my other hip is just beautiful and this one 
was deteriorating fast. 
 




T: But it was impacted by the way you landed. 
 
B: That’s what they decided.  The doctors decided at the VA that it was that.  And of 
course, the diet was tough for a year or so. 
 
T: With food. 
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T: Were there certain things you couldn’t eat? 
 
B: I couldn’t eat chocolate without getting sick.  And I detested potatoes at that time.  
But I’ve gotten over that.  But I mean, I don’t know if there was other food…spinach.  
The spinach soup that they gave us was pretty bad.  I will eat raw spinach now in a 
salad or something, but not canned.  But I mean, not too much.  I’m a pretty good 
eater now, all the way through.  But there was…I went through the boil stage.  I had 
boils on my eyelids all the way down.  Boils and everything. 
 
(2, A, 292) 
 
T: Was that something that happened once you got home? 
 
B: Yes.  I think it was just the diet had caught up.  The blood was such that it was 
conducive to that.  After I’d say a couple years it didn’t happen anymore. 
 
T: So physically, after a couple years you were kind of back to normal. 
 
B: Yes.  Like I say, I attribute it to being in pretty good shape. 
 




T: That walking.  You mentioned doing the walking at the camp there. 
 
B: I think that had a lot to do with it.  I thought about that a great deal.  I figured that 
was the only reason I was able to. 
 
T: What kind of dreams, or even nightmares, did you have about your POW 
experience specifically after you got back? 
 
B: Never have had too many experiences of the POW experience.  Last month I think 
I had a dream about being on a mission.  I have to say that’s one out of five in the 
sixty years.  I never really had dreams about that.  No nightmare type things. 
 
T: And the ones you have had, have been more about missions than POW 
experience. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  I don’t think I had too much concern in dreams about the POW. 
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T: Through the years, as we get to toward the end of the interview here, when you 
were…  You worked in the broadcasting industry.  You worked at 3M.  Did your 
coworkers at either of those places know you had been a POW? 
 
B: I don’t believe so.  At WCCO [TV] just one episode that happened.  Sherm Bones, 
you might have heard of, had a World of Aviation show and we used to tape it…they 
didn’t have tape, but they filmed it.  He would film the show on Saturday morning 
for Sunday’s show.  I was on camera one day and he was interviewing Steve 
McQueen about the movie War Lover.  It was a movie.  And so I was on camera and 
he said, “That guy was on a B-17.”  So I had to lock my camera in position on the old 
tripod.  Shooting the scene.  Then I had to walk in and sit there and talk with him.  
I’m going to ask him when I see him sometime, he’s still living, I’m going to ask him 
if he’s got any of the films from way back when.  Because I’d like to see that. 
 
T: You remember that.  What did they ask you? 
 
B: Just asked me what it was like to be on a B-17 and fly a mission and that.  I don’t 
know if Sherm knew it.  Otherwise he might have said something.  I don’t know. 
 
T: He might not have known even to ask you about that part of it. 
 
B: That’s right.  He asked about flying and so forth. 
 
T: How about at 3M?  You worked there for twenty-two years you said. 
 
B: No.  No one ever asked that.  I guess I never volunteered. 
 
(2, A, 342) 
 
T: Was it something you preferred not to talk about, or it just didn’t come up? 
 
B: No.  Just never came up I think.  Because I don’t think, until a lot of the books were 
written about the Korean…like McCain’s story and those guys.  They never thought 
much about what a POW was.  Stay in a camp here at home.  Big deal.  I never made 
any issue out of it, and I don’t think they did either. 
 




T: When did you join that organization? 
 
B: Let’s see.  1989.  Been joined since 1989. 
 
T: So fifteen years. 
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B: Didn’t know about it really.  Didn’t know about the POW organizations.  One of 
the fellows I worked with at 3M, a fellow at his church was a Bataan survivor.  He 
mentioned to Ken that a friend of his was a POW.  So Ken said, “Take one of my 
magazines with an application blank.”  So I signed up, in ’89.  The first convention 
we went to was in ’89.  It was in Niagara Falls, New York. 
 
T: How has that organization been helpful for you? 
 
B: Oh, it’s been a great help, yes.  We go to most all the meetings and it’s the idea that 
you…it’s interesting.  Everyone tells his story.  Where I was shot down.  What I did.  
What camp I was in.  What we did.  What the march was like—most of them were on 
the march.  Some of the officers’ camps didn’t march.  But some of them did.  But all 
the enlisted men’s camps I think, most all of them marched out at some time. 
 
T: Is it easier to talk with other POWs about what you went through? 
 
B: I think so, because they’re interested in it, where a lot of people aren’t.  You could 
say I was a POW.  Oh.  So?  So you were. 
 
T: But with other guys who have that experience… 
 
B: The people might ask you and say, “How were you treated?”  You hate to say I was 
not treated terrible.  No.  I was not treated terrible. 
 
End of Tape 2, Side A.  Side B begins at counter 384. 
 
T: Talking with other people, do you ever get the impression that people, when you 
tell them stuff, might not believe you? 
 
B: I think they believe but…in my own case.  I look physically well.  I am able to do 
things.  When I was younger, in church we had softball teams and all that type of 
stuff so I was always active.  Always have been active.  Always did my own work.  So 
I suppose they feel, he wasn’t treated so badly.  You see a guy that’s maybe lost an 
arm or a leg or was treated real badly or read about it.  John McCain.  I don’t know 
how he even gets around the way he was treated.  No.  I think it’s because I didn’t 
appear that I had been abused.  They probably don’t ask any questions. 
 
T: You looked the same as everybody else. 
 
B: Yes.  You looked just like you did when you were in school. 
 
T: That’s interesting.  Really, had you lost an arm, something visible… 
 
B: They would ask about that probably. 
 
T: So it really could almost slide into the background, couldn’t it? 
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B: I think so. 
 
T: Have you ever talked to school groups or other groups at your church about this? 
 
(2, B, 397) 
 
B: No.  Well, I’ve talked at church some.  To the youth groups.  The leaders have 
asked me to come in because they’re talking about faith, you might say.  Whether 
you have faith.  So you demonstrate that I had faith to come home. 
 
T: Is that something that you find easy or enjoyable?  Talking to young people? 
 
B: I wouldn’t min, except that I am too emotional. 
 
T: Well, maybe that’s not such a bad thing for kids to see us that way.  Bob, I 
appreciate you talking to me here today.  The final question I have for you is this: 
when you think about your time as a POW, and it was about a year of your life, how 
would you describe the most important way that that changed you as a person?  
How is Bob Knobel before and after, when you look at that person?  How did he 
come out of that differently? 
 
B: I think you’re more appreciative of life.  I mean, I went in the service at nineteen, 
twenty.  Nineteen, yes.  Gung-ho.  Nothing is ever going to happen.  You just keep 
going, going, going.  But after it was over with, you say hey, you were pretty lucky to 
get through that.  So you appreciate…I think you arrive at an appreciation of each 
day or year after that.  I mean, you still think, I can remember thinking golly, that 
was a long time ago.  In the year 2000…this was in 1985 or ’90 or ’95.  You’d say boy, 
if I can last until 2000, that’s great.  And now it’s 2005.  You say, man, it’s wonderful.  
But when you’re younger you don’t think of it.  When I came home my folks were 
old.  I was twenty-two.  My dad was fifty-two, because we were thirty years apart.  
So he was only fifty-two years old.  What my kids are now.  And I thought, my 
folks…so I say, I wonder what they think of us.  We thought my folks were old.  I’m 
older.  My dad died at eighty and mother died at ninety-two. 
 
T: Do you think you approach…you have, after that, then approached… 
 
B: You appreciate life. 
 
T: Really looking at each day as something you can be thankful for. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  Yes.  Definitely. 
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T: That experience can change you like that. 
 
B: Oh, yes.  It does. 
 
T: That’s the last question I had, Bob.  Is there something else that we didn’t get to 
that you would want to add at this point? 
 
B: No.  I would say that there’s not too much more except I appreciate my wife.  
Because we’ve had a good life. 
 
T: Thanks very much today, Bob. 
 
END OF INTERVIEW 
